The recent widespread interest in processes that take place at micro and nanometric scales has increased the physical relevance of the surfaces and interfaces that constitute system boundaries. At equilibrium, this is merely the result of an increased surface to volume ratio. In the case of far-from-equilibrium systems, such as for instance growing systems, the dynamical relevance of the surface is clear, since growth events often take place at the surface itself. Moreover, these considerations hold both for inorganic and for biological systems, submicrometric scales providing a common playground for both type of systems. Focusing in the case of non-equilibrium surfaces and interfaces, frequently universal phenomena occur, in the sense of properties and/or behaviors for which some notion of universality applies. Examples are scale invariance (surface kinetic roughening), surface pattern formation, or domain coarsening. However, theoretical descriptions of these systems feature limited predictive power when merely based on universality principles. We will review examples from Condensed Matter Physics and Materials Science at nano and submicrometric scales, that underlie the importance of describing growing surfaces and interfaces by means of (phenomenological) constitutive laws, in order to correctly describe the rich behaviors experimentally found across many different contexts. These laws need be established from detailed experimental/computational studies of specific systems. Fortunately, the ever increasing precision of current experimental and computational tools provide us with high quality data on which such studies can be based. Moreover, many times the (new) theoretical models that are thus elaborated feature in turn universal or generic properties that make them of interest in the wider contexts of Statistical Physics and Non-Linear Science. This talk will be based to a large extent on work done in collaboration with Mario Castro, Javier Muñoz-García, Raúl Gago, Matteo Nicoli, and Luis Vázquez. For a partial overview with references, see [1].
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